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Journeys in Peer E-communication: Student Mentors’ Perspectives
Abstract
There is growing interest in student peer-mentoring as a way to enable new students to tackle the perceived cultural, academic and social boundaries associated with the first-year of study in higher education. This paper explores the experiences of a group of level 2 student mentors, focusing on their communication with level 1 mentees using negotiated technologies. The authors draw upon the potential for web-based tools to help transcend the boundaries between 'formal' and 'informal' learning, in order to question the institutional role in facilitating communication between students-as-peers. This builds on recent research into how students use technologies to facilitate their movement towards more independent learning. The outcomes from this experience will inform practitioners and those involved in mentoring schemes in scoping spaces for student communication in more informal environments.
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Introduction 
New students face a constellation of challenges upon entering higher education (HE) including adapting to cultural and academic expectations, alongside fitting-in socially with new peers (Yorke and Longden 2008). During this period of transition, students need to be encouraged to become independent thinkers who take responsibility for their own learning and development. This paper examines the role of second and third year student mentors in this process; the findings feed into emergent outcomes of a nationally funded project, which explores the role of technologies in student transitions. 

Recent research studies highlight that a framework of technologies, including both institutional and non-institutional read/write web tools, are crucial in connecting students’ informal and formal learning (Hall 2009; JISC 2006). Studies have focused upon the opportunities these tools offer for the development of connectivist approaches to learning (Anderson 2007, Franklin and van Harmelen 2007, and Siemens 2009), and the development of inclusive learning spaces. This aligns with Siemens’ (2009) view of personal development as a process of making meaning through socialisation, interaction and collaboration, as well as with social and constructivist learning theories (Bandura 1977, Driscoll 1994 and Vygotsky 1978), which highlight the importance of structured opportunities for developing mastery in new learning situations (MMU 2007). Thus, by building on recent research on transitions (HEA 2008, University of Ulster 2008 and MMU 2007), the XXX project (2009) evaluates the student-led, development of these spaces, beyond the formal use of ‘institutionally’ provided technologies for communication.

In a recent study on retention, Yorke and Longden (2008) note the negative impact on students of a perceived lack of contact with their tutors. From this perspective peer-mentoring offers the potential to extend and enrich academic tutoring, alongside providing institutions with a relatively economic way of managing increased student numbers (Boud, Cohen and Sampson 2001; Green 2007). The mentoring process is a way to encourage first-year students to take the advice of more experienced peers, thereby providing in-roads to the subtleties of institutional and academic culture and promoting social links to enable more independent learning (Green, 2007). The mentors’ role equates to a scaffold for new students in breaking through transitional barriers and reaching a personal ‘turning point’ or transformation, in which the learner becomes conscious of their engagement with their learning (Palmer et al. 2009). As Palmer et al. (2009) point out, management structures, in the form of support services, have little chance of reaching across the ‘liminal space’ of ‘betweenness’ that specific students experience in their real or perceived exclusion from the academic or social. 

There is currently great deal of interest in understanding student informal use of technologies in order to make connections with formal learning contexts (Trinder et al. 2008; Sharpe and Benfield 2005 and). This suggests a need to better understand not only the use of these technologies but also their role in negotiating boundaries between different aspects of a student’s learning experience. According to Giroux (2005), boundaries are personal binaries and dichotomies which can frame new epistemologies in order to question meaning and education, particularly in an information-rich world. For Giroux (2005: 2)

Thinking in terms of borders allows one to critically engage the struggle over those territories, spaces, and contact zones where power operates to either expand or to shrink the distance and connectedness among individuals, groups, and places.

A critical element, therefore, is whether and how boundaries such as formal/informal and personal/institutional can be bridged. This has a deeper impact given the growing student preference for home-working and using personal technologies for self-regulation of their learning (Ramanau, Sharpe and Benfield 2008). However, Anagnostopoulou and Parmar (2008) highlight the important role of institutional virtual learning environments (VLEs) and the need for their early introduction into level 1 student learning. Furthermore, they recommend that educators create opportunities to associate social and academic activities, at the same time respecting those who participate in different ways, for example by lurking. With specific reference to student mentees, Page and Hanna (2008) found that students strongly ‘favoured the provision of an online forum’ for peer communication. 

Against this backdrop of transitions, social learning theory, educational and personal technologies, this paper builds on this research to look beyond the formal use of ‘institutionally’ provided technologies for communication to learn from experience of mentors.  

Context: Mentoring Project 
This study explores a pilot student mentoring scheme in one UK University from the perspective of the mentors. The scheme was co-ordinated centrally and involved considerable awareness-raising and training of mentors, to empower them as ‘buddies’ rather than apprentices. Volunteers from levels 2 and 3 were assigned to a group of first-year students of the same discipline, with a focus on supporting their transition into HE. In Humanities, this involved 24 mentors and 130 first year mentees from Education Studies and Media Studies. Mentors, individually or with another mentor were assigned to support a group of first year students. The main challenge identified by students (both mentors and mentees) and staff was that crucial opportunities may have been missed because of the unavoidable but relatively late start-up in week 2.

Hence, as a pilot without any pre-planned technologies for collaboration and contact, researchers were able to liaise with mentors to explore and define the potential for on-line communication among students. Students were given support, but ultimately decided which technologies to use for mentor/mentee communication. Staff took care to support rather than lead, including the recommendation of which technologies to deploy.
Methodology
Mentors were asked to keep logs of student communication which identified: approximate times of communication; the rationale for the use of specific technologies; and any perceived benefits and disadvantages. The research was based on action research with participants, in order to offer insight for future enhancements and development. The researchers attended a large number of mentor-mentee meetings to facilitate an understanding of student perspectives within this context. In all, 20 students provided verbal feedback in meetings and focus groups and 13 ‘logs’ of communication were received.

The research was aimed at a better understanding of the following questions
1.	What strategies were deployed by students in the use of technologies for personal, social and academic purposes?
2.	What were the student experiences of using these technologies?
3.	What attributes of the technologies did they relate to particular mentee responses?
4.	What type of independent study skills were developed in mentoring?

Summary of Findings
The selection of technologies to use 
Each of the mentors considered themselves to be conversant with web-based technologies and the majority felt themselves to be good 'on-line social networkers'. Initially, mentors asked to have an area for communication set up on the VLE, which they felt would act as a hub or central area for peer contact. One student commented that this was “a positive sign of [our] legitimate role within the institution”. Students were also encouraged to use any other technologies they thought appropriate, and to this end they were offered an induction session emphasising a range of social media possibilities and support as needed.

Mentors were almost unanimous in saying they “left it to the mentees” to select the technology to be used, and abided by their decision. However, their own preferences, along with considerations about which methods they thought mentees would be more likely to engage with, were clearly central factors in the suggestions they put forth. One mentor highlighted that “I let my mentees decide which form of communication to use. I offered many choices but the mentees felt more comfortable using [face-to-face, student email and VLE]”. The mentor noted that “only email was really used by this group.” 

As time progressed it became apparent that the VLE community was not being used by first year students, although 25 per cent did login. Despite introductory welcomes and offers of support from mentors on discussion forums and Blogs, no mentee responded. Although originally framed as an area for all peers, mentees suggested that information about the scheme should be posted there to attract and encourage more activity. For this reason they thought that tutors should have access to this area. Despite this none of the tutors used it, preferring it to be student-focused. Thus technology use appeared to migrate from the VLE to other technologies, principally Facebook. 

A mentor argued that “we looked into this [VLE] method and thought it was a great idea but because our Facebook group had been successful we decided to stick with one community to communicate.” The same student noted the impact of personal factors on mentee-engagement: “Nobody wants to be first to write on the discussion board… unfortunately the 1st years were either reluctant to use this or did not want to advertise their problems or may have had difficulty using this page.”

Extrinsic motivations need to balance aspirations against cultures that exist in the use of non-institutional tools. Figure 1 demonstrates the complex and mixed economy in the use of technologies.

Figure 1: Mentor-reported frequencies of the use of technologies with mentees

The 'institution', technologies & peer communication 
Thus, two main attitudes were identified amongst mentors: those who favoured institutional technologies, in particular the VLE; and those who preferred non-institutional communication tools like Facebook. The terms institutional and non-institutional are used for convenience, although interestingly these terms were rarely used by the mentors. 

Half of the mentor groups initially favoured using the VLE citing its familiarity, its standing as ‘legitimate’ activity, and for its administrative convenience. However, this preference related more to the mentors' intentions than the eventual follow up by mentees. Many mentors expressed their concern that mentees might think of “institutional tools as too formal”. Several commented that they did not feel that they could be as chatty and informal on the VLE, which perhaps indicated a reluctance to talk about staff members and the institution more generally in a critical light. 

Some mentors had clear reservations about using the VLE, mainly because they felt that their mentees would not use it. Several reasons for this notion were suggested. One mentor noted that “I did not use the [VLE] community as I felt it was quite impersonal and felt too formal.” Another mentor claimed that “it was a good idea, [but] I access Blackboard maybe only once a week and did so even less as a first year so didn't feel it would be the best way to contact mentees.”

The same mentor team noted that communication with students depended on their continual prompting: “There has been one student [who] has consistently stayed in contact and others have dipped in and out when they need.” A second mentor in this group “found that the mentees were not interested in using the VLE. Maybe, it would be useful to give them training on how to access it and use it to their advantage.” A third wondered about external stimuli: “I think first year students should be encouraged to check their email and blackboard accounts more often, as I know this was something I didn't realise the importance of upon beginning university.”

Half of the mentor groups used Facebook, which was perceived to be a better alternative for two principle reasons: its currency with students: and its more informal appeal. Students felt that they used this environment anyhow, and one second-year student remarked that “most people are on Facebook – that’s were people hang out, so it’s worth trying that.” Another added that ‘it [Facebook] is the best because most people have Facebook and it makes it less formal and more informal.” Interestingly, several students reasoned that they has selected Facebook as “it was important that the mentees did not feel intimidated by the scheme.” Even so, there appeared to be no greater engagement from mentees than with the VLE. Those mentors using Facebook invited first-years to join their groups, and although all joined, mentors reported that they did not fully participate in meaningful discussions. One mentor stated that “we felt we would get a better response by setting up an informal Facebook group than by using student email. However as time went by without contact we resorted to any methods available.” 

Mentors were not favourable to the use of Twitter, either because it was new or not clearly beneficial. Other social networks like Ning.com groups were suggested, but these students felt more comfortable using Facebook. 
Converting 'push' to engagement
Most mentors felt they were in a position of having to contact mentees to 'push' their services and to encourage input. A number perceived that the lack of first-year student responses was due to a lack of interest, an inability to formulate useful academic questions and queries, a lack of recognition of the role that mentees could play, or, as one student put it, because “they were being lazy”. There was also an element of mentor-desperation in not receiving responses from mentees with several commenting on “the fact nobody turned up to meetings or even answered our messages and stuff was a little disheartening.”

Mentors generally believed that the first-year students did not take full advantage of  opportunities. This lack of contact was perceived to be the failure of the mentees to appreciate the good advice they would receive. It was a rejection of opportunities to learn independently. Mentors also felt that the scheme and the benefits that were available should be more widely disseminated and impressed upon students.

However, mentors recognised that mentees clearly responded and engaged at specific times of the year, such as when assignments were due and when mentors attended face-to-face classes to offer help. One mentor noted that he

had contact with 3 of my mentees who were very comfortable asking for advice and enquiring about information. One in particular was happy to keep in contact and seen me as a valuable asset. I have offered my services about every 2 weeks via email and met up with mentees when required. Mentees only contact me when they had a problem or were unsure, most of the correspondence came when assignments were due or when they had to choose modules.

One of his peers felt some frustration:

It’s been hard to get the first years to actually make use of us, but they seem to be more collaborative lately and we’ve had a few chats with them about academic issues such as assignments and also some student life-related issues. Facebook and email have been very useful but only right after meeting with the students face to face.

These mentors recommended that face-to-face meetings, although infrequent throughout the year, provide crucial scaffolding and prompts for first-year students. One mentor reflected that “the only thing that seems to be missing is the mentees getting more involved.” For a separate mentor it was important to overcome fear through personal ownership: “we should be left to make our own communication through email, social networking sites and phone calls/texts. I believe this makes the scheme more personal and less "scary" as it does not feel so affiliated with the university.” 

Another mentor argued that whilst mentees might prefer anonymity in raising areas of concern, social networks and social modelling of practices were central to encouraging engagement. For this mentor the tool was not a barrier to involvement in the process: “To be honest there has been minimal results using my own form of communication so [Facebook] may not be the best method, although I do find it easier for myself.” 

Another mentor disagreed 
“I don’t think there’s any need to be anonymous and I believe the private mentor-group of mentees blackboard areas that are already set up are enough. We can always arrange our own communication separately so it’s good that we have the chance to use the blackboard community if the mentees want to.”

On the overall use of technologies, there are interesting parallels with the study by Page and Hanna (2008) who surveyed a group of mentees. Of the 70 students who participated in the study, only 12 (32%) had actually met their mentors, preferring to communicate ‘via email, texts and phone calls’. Twenty percent of students said they would like a dedicated physical space, which compares with only one student comment within this study, which pointed to the unsuitability of many physical locations they had used for meetings.

Conclusions and Recommendations 
It is important to note that in general students commented favourably on the overall experience and on the support they had been given. Mentors unanimously supported the delivery of technology-induction sessions and felt that this should be extended to mentees. Clearly, the main benefit for mentors was in social engagement and affective learning. One stated that "it has been very rewarding for me, knowing that I have eased other peoples fears with regard to all aspects of the course.” He went on to emphasis the need for communication with first-years that was “enjoyable and informative.” For a second mentor engaging with the process of mentoring and acting in a advisory role was “very interesting and challenging.” Therefore in moving the scheme forward focusing the links between reward and the challenge is central.

However, in terms of the boundaries between ‘institutional’ or ‘non-institutional’ tools, a complex context existed. Mentors felt appreciated as stakeholders in an institutional scheme, as evidenced in the reasons they gave for wanting to become a mentor: “giving something back to the Faculty”. Yet many were very aware that a perception of being linked to the ‘institution’ might deter mentees from participating in the scheme and hinder communication. This impacted their selection of technologies, with many mentors purposefully deciding to communicate with mentees using ‘non-institutional’ tools such as Facebook. 

However, whether this worked was a moot point and it is clear that on-line communication cannot be considered in isolation from face-to-face events. The main technologies that were used and clearly facilitated mentee follow-up were texts and email. Mentors continually felt in a position of having to ‘push’ their services and expertise. Enforced use of the VLE may be problematic, as suggested by Page and Hannah (2008). Students clearly welcomed the possibility to use a range of methods of communication. 

Therefore the authors have four recommendations for moving the scheme forward.
1.	First-year mentees need earlier training about the scheme and available technologies, preferably with opportunities prior to induction.
2.	Mentors require extended discussion on issues encountered in creating and maintaining online communities.
3.	Institutions would benefit from further emphasising the benefits for mentees, perhaps through videos that explain the mentor role to new first-years.
4.	Students should be supported in the development of online spaces for communication, with the freedom to select their own tools. 

These findings contribute to our understanding of student use of technologies within the mentoring context. Further studies are needed which link up the various aspects of technology use with the larger institutional framework. It is clear that the format of any mentoring scheme will depend on how it is presented and promoted to students and whether it is compulsory or voluntary, again changing the social dynamics and rendering the choice of technologies secondary.
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